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A Voice for Education:
Two COE Alums Serve 
as Consecutive Michigan 
Teachers of the Year
FEATURE
Luke Wilcox, a Grand Valley State University alum and East Kentwood High School mathematics teacher, was recognized as the the 2017-18 Michigan Teacher of the 
Year (MTOY) by the Michigan Department of Education in May 2017. This marks 
the second consecutive year that a GVSU alum has been selected as the MTOY. Tracy 
Horodyski, a reading interventionist and literacy coach at Zinser Elementary in Kenowa 
Hills Public Schools, was recognized as the 2016-17 MTOY. Horodyski received both 
her B.S. and M.Ed. in Elementary Education from GVSU, and Wilcox received his 
M.Ed. in Adult & Higher Education from GVSU.
Edited by Joanna Allerhand  
and Alex Jacobsson, GVSU Staff
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As the current and past MTOYs, Wilcox and Horodyski 
collaborate extensively with each other and throughout the 
state to advocate for educators and students. The MTOY 
serves in a non-voting seat at the Michigan State Board 
of Education during its regular 
monthly meetings. Both Wilcox and 
Horodyski also advocate throughout 
the state on how to make Michi-
gan a Top 10 education state in 
ten years.
Colleagues staff sat down with Horo-
dyski and Wilcox to discuss their 
experience serving as the MTOY, 
what challenges they see in the field 
of education, and how educators can 
serve as a voice for their classroom 
and communities.
This interview has been edited and condensed for clarity.
Q: What does serving as Michigan Teacher of the Year 
mean to you?
T: It’s been a learning opportunity to take my experiences 
in the classroom and be able to build upon them. I’ve been 
able to experience things from multiple perspectives and 
hear from people who have different perspectives. All the 
things you hear from people push on your thinking in a 
variety of ways. My values and beliefs are based on my ex-
periences, but all those pieces from 
different perspectives continued to 
strengthen some of the thinking I 
had, or opened my thinking up in 
different ways. I think a lot of it’s 
rooted in the same commitment to 
focusing on each and every child 
and thinking about how social 
emotional learning is a significant 
part of what unlocks the potential 
for learning and meeting the needs 
of all learners. Equity is a huge part 
of the conversation. 
L: I think the two big ideas that are emerging for me are 
growing my own personal perspective about education and 
thinking about how I can grow my influence to positively 
affect teachers and students at a larger scale. I’m definitely 
looking forward to the opportunity to meet with the other 
“We can be a voice 
on behalf of our 
students to help 
shed light on how 
things play out.”
 —Tracy Horodyski
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State Teachers of the Year to gain some perspective from 
around the country, and I’m excited about continuing to 
grow my perspective about education. It’s been exciting to 
be given some space and time to think about how I can 
influence outside of my own school district and getting 
a chance to work with teachers from across the state and 
country. I’ve been able to travel quite a bit and even inter-
nationally. To think that I can have 
an impact on students in Wisconsin, 
California, and Nicaragua is exciting 
to me and I’d like to think about 
how I can grow that even further.
Q: How does your role allow you to 
engage with education policy?
T: I actually just was on the phone 
today with legislators. The more 
you have relationships with people 
and develop credibility with them, 
the more opportunity you have to 
engage with them and help shed 
light on different things. There are unintended conse-
quences to some policies. Legislators can’t always anticipate 
what that will be because they’re not familiar with the 
day-to-day interactions between teachers and students, or 
what experiences students are bringing into the classroom 
from their home lives. We can be a voice on behalf of our 
students to help shed light on how things play out. There 
are just so many nuances, and it’s challenging to try and 
find common ground where we’re really going to be able 
to make decisions that are going to have positive outcomes 
for kids. The work is extremely complex, and I don’t know 
if that’s always understood.
Q: Do you think that’s one of the biggest challenges that 
education faces—to try to find that common ground and 
try to prioritize what schools need?
L: As Tracy mentioned, legislators and policymakers 
are not familiar with the day-to-day of what happens in 
schools. Part of what we’re trying to do is provide them in-
sight into the decision they’re trying to make or the policy 
they’re trying to craft. How would that policy actually play 
out in classrooms? And I think the other big idea Tracy’s 
bringing up is that because schools are so nuanced and 
districts have different needs, it’s very hard at a policy level 
to make a policy that’s going to be perfect for all children 
and all districts. So that’s a challenge that policymakers 
and legislators face. Sometimes we can provide that insight 
as to how policies would look in different districts to help 
inform the decisions that policymakers are making.
Q: Do you give recommendations 
on the balance between state and 
local control and try to give them 
guidance or how does that play 
out?
L: I feel like where we have more 
influence is on the day-to-day 
discussion of what’s happening with 
a particular policy. For example, 
Tracy went last year to speak to poli-
cymakers about the Common Core 
State Standards. There was this push 
against the Common Core—they 
wanted to replace them with other standards. Tracy was 
there to give her perspective on what that would look like 
for schools. Through a series of decisions that policymakers 
choose, you’ll see some of that big idea emerging, but I feel 
like it’s more on a specific policy level that we are going to 
have influence.
Q: What are some of the challenges you’ve seen within 
the school system either as a student yourself or within 
your current classrooms?
L: One of the things I’ve been thinking about a lot is the 
emphasis on high stakes tests and school accountability. 
My thinking is changing the more I dig into it. The more I 
talk to other districts and teachers, I realize the unintended 
consequences of this high accountability, high stakes 
standardized test movement. At a surface level, I think 
school accountability is necessary and testing our students’ 
academic achievement is important. But if that’s the only 
way we measure our schools and our students, there are 
unintended consequences. Is this really the type of student 
we’re trying to produce—the student who can perform 
on high stakes tests but is lacking in their collaborative 
“Grand Valley is one 
of the institutions 
we reach out to first 
when we have job 
openings.”
 —Luke Wilcox
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skills, communication, and creative thinking? Those ideas 
are getting pushed to the side. I think that’s a challenge 
we face today—to think about how we can include other 
important outcomes from schools as part of our account-
ability measures for schools and for students.
Q: What outcomes would you like to see?
L: I would like to see students graduating high school with 
the ability to work collaboratively, to be able to effectively 
communicate their ideas, to be creative problem solvers, 
and to be thinkers. A standardized test can measure your 
understanding of content 
in a very precise way. But 
we don’t have precise ways 
of measuring some of 
those other things. Which 
is not to say we can’t, but 
that’s something we need 
to start to think about if 
that’s one of our intended 
outcomes for students.
Q: What was your own 
experience as a K-12 
student with standard-
ized testing or outcomes?
L: I learned very young 
the rules of school and 
how to win in school. 
I knew exactly what I 
had to do for a test and 
I performed high. But in college I realized this isn’t what 
learning is about. I was taking two classes simultaneously 
when I realized there was overlap between them. In high 
school, I never made the connection that what I learned 
in one class might apply to another class. I liked standard-
ized tests because I was good at it—and a lot of teachers 
are. Teachers are successful students. We’ve gone through 
college, we have degrees. So that’s a challenge, too. We 
were put through that system and we were successful in 
that system. It’s easy for us to continue to use or push that 
system, unless you realize this isn’t what we want and this 
isn’t really want we want for students.
T: Yes, we have been brought up in systems of compliance 
and we can’t mistake compliance for learning. Learning is 
messy and complex, and it’s also joyful and challenging. 
When we’re trying to meet expectations, we feel like we 
have to map that out carefully and be in control. But that’s 
an illusion because how much control do we really have? 
We have influence, though, and that’s where the work is 
changing. To really foster what Luke described—creative 
problem solvers who are collaborative and can commu-
nicate with clarity—we have to engage differently in the 
classroom. To foster a passion for lifelong learning, we have 
to step back and evaluate 
our practices. Are high 
stakes tests empower-
ing students, or am I 
trying to get outcomes 
on a standardized test? 
Those assessments were 
never intended to be an 
accountability measure. 
They really were to help 
teachers inform our 
work. But if your liveli-
hood could potentially 
be at stake if you’re not 
meeting expectations, 
that creates fear. And 
it’s hard to be open to 
engage in the complex 
work we need to if 
you’re operating out of fear. As I was growing up, I was an 
excellent student. I had teachers who cared about me who 
wanted us to learn. But the model of teaching and learning 
has changed: we need to prepare students to be adaptive 
and flexible in their thinking. 
Q: How did your time at GVSU prepare you for being 
a teacher and being able to influence education at a 
broader level?
T: I really wanted to be a dancer. But my parents suggested 
otherwise. Science was my undergrad and allowed me to 
see that teaching really is an art and a science - observing 
things carefully, collecting data, analyzing it, making 
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adjustments. At the graduate level, Nancy Patterson was a 
professor I had from the Red Cedar Writing Project. The 
Lake Michigan Writing Project was being started right 
around that time, and she encouraged me to apply. This 
was a struggle for me because I was a science person. I 
don’t like to write, but I wanted to be comfortable teaching 
how to write. The Lake Michigan Writing Project and 
continued conversations over the last 14-15 years with 
people who are part of that network has really supported 
and influenced my thinking in a number of ways. They 
taught me to learn collaboratively and really stretch myself. 
And the idea of teachers 
teaching other teachers, 
supporting, encouraging, 
and giving each other 
feedback on our own 
writing and practices 
in the classroom really 
influenced my thinking. 
There also was an element 
of teacher as researcher in 
the classroom as part of 
the writing project and 
that was very influential. 
It made me really analyze 
the decisions I made 
in the classroom, write 
about it, and share those 
experiences with other 
practitioners.
L: I did my graduate work at Grand Valley in math educa-
tion. Grand Valley has a very, very progressive math educa-
tion program from top to bottom. They push very hard to 
move away from the traditional lecture, direct instruction 
format into more collaborative, engaging ways of teaching 
math. That definitely opened my eyes to thinking about 
how to teach mathematics differently - how to get students 
talking to each other about mathematics and construct 
their own knowledge with the teacher more as a facilitator 
of students’ learning. I had a couple of great professors—
John Golden and David Austin—and a lot of what they 
taught me was through their own instruction and the way 
they presented content. It certainly pushed me to be far 
more progressive, which I continue to try and evolve. At 
East Kentwood High School, as math department chair, 
Grand Valley is one of the institutions we reach out to first 
when we have job openings. We like the math teachers that 
are coming out of Grand Valley—we like their thinking, 
their style, and their approach to math education. We’ve 
hired quite a few. 
Q: What advice do you have for current GVSU College 
of Education students?
L: Congratulations! 
You’re entering a profes-
sion that is extremely 
rewarding. Once you 
get your job, continue 
to always be a learner. 
Once you’re a tenured 
teacher, continue to be a 
learner. There is always 
room for improvement 
as a classroom instructor 
and there’s lots to learn 
about education. View-
ing myself as a learner 
has pushed me to new 
levels within my own 
classroom.
T: When I think about 
what it means to be a 
leader, it’s a process of social influence and it’s all about 
maximizing the efforts of others. That’s the work we get 
to engage in, and it’s complex because we’re working with 
human beings. We’re not just learning about content and 
pedagogy, we’re learning about the people we’re working 
with. Relationships are key to our work. And as Luke 
mentioned, it’s probably the most rewarding profession 
there is.
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